A cluster of symptoms over time in patients with lung cancer.
Patients with lung cancer present late in the disease and have multiple symptoms. Previous research has shown the symptom cluster of fatigue, weakness, weight loss, appetite loss, nausea, vomiting, and altered taste to be present at time of lung cancer diagnosis. The study determined whether the symptom cluster identified at the time of diagnosis remained 3 and 6 months later, and whether there was a difference in the mean number of symptoms and the mean level of symptom severity over time. The relation of the severity rating for individual symptoms at the time of diagnosis and at 3 and 6 months after diagnosis was examined. Predictors for the number of symptoms and whether the symptom cluster was predictive of death were determined. Secondary analysis of an existing data set for 112 patients with newly diagnosed lung cancer assessed at diagnosis and at 3 and 6 months was performed and determined whether they were alive or dead 19 months after diagnosis. The cluster of seven symptoms had internal consistency that remained at 3 and 6 months. The mean symptom severity and the number of symptoms at diagnosis were correlated with later ratings, but decreased in severity over time. A similar decrease in severity rating was seen for the individual symptoms in the cluster. The stage of cancer at diagnosis was the most predictive of the number of cluster symptoms reported. Death 6 to 19 months after diagnosis was predicted by age, stage of cancer at diagnosis, and symptom severity at 6 months. The symptom cluster remains over the course of lung cancer and is an independent predictor of the patient's death. Symptom severity, the number of symptoms reported, and the severity of the individual symptoms decreased over time. The stage of cancer at diagnosis is the best predictor of symptoms later in the disease.